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Michael Steig. Dickens and Phiz. Bloomington and London: Univer
sity of Indiana Press, 1978. x, 340 pp. $17.50.
Harry Stone. Dickens and the Invisible World: Fairy Tales, Fantasy,
and Novel-Making. Bloomington and London: University of
Indiana Press, 1979. xii, 370 pp. $17.50.
An inherent problem in the analysis of past literary works is the
possibility of overlooking critical factors that no longer exist — the
case when analyzing Dickens and the illustrated novel. One often
neglects to consider that Dickens’s novels, and those of other
nineteenth-century writers, were commonly published in serial form
with accompanying illustrations. Any consideration of these works in
“modern novel versions” is inherently incomplete, because a viable
interpretation must consider the illustrations as complements to the
printed text.
Michael Steig does much to eliminate this associative error from
examinations of Charles Dickens’s works by producing a solid analy
sis of Hablot K. Browne who illustrated ten of Dickens’s novels under
the pen-name “Phiz.” Although Steig’s book is no unique treatment of
Dickens and his illustrators, it is singular in its depth of treatment and
its concentration on the illustrator rather than the author. Most
engagingly, Steig examines Browne’s developing artistry as it paral
lels Dickens’s growth as a writer. Browne was not only a capable
artist, but also a man of imagination; thus, the association between
Dickens and Browne was more commingling of minds than a working
relationship of supervisor and subordinate. Their partnership pro
duced printed texts in which spirit, essence, and vitality were height
ened by the imagination of the illustrator.
Steig’s work must also be applauded for its contribution to the
study of the art of illustration. Throughout his analysis, he takes care
to include an examination of the changing methods of printing and
illustration and the impact of these changes on Browne’s stylistically
innovative efforts. Thus, Steig not only produces a study of Browne
and Dickens; he also produces a study of Browne and the art of
illustration.
Possibly the most critical element in the shared imagination, or
fancy, of Browne and Dickens is their use of emblematic detail. Dick
ens’s incorporation of folklore, fantasy, and superstition into his
works apparently influenced Browne’s use of symbolic details to key
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subconscious associations. This intentional psychological assault on
the mind of the reader is especially evident in the frontispieces that
provided emblematic representations as rich as those found in age-old
sorcerers’ manuals and in the first editions of The Mystic Rose,
Yeats’s attempt to revitalize the Irish folklore heritage and promul
gate mysticism.
The identification of the sources of emblematic detail in Brown’s
work is one of two shortcomings in Steig’s book that must be
addressed. He alludes to these symbols and details as being Browne’s
creation and fails to realize their common folklore roots. These same
sources were used by Dickens to create a world where reality and
fantasy are inseparably joined. To neglect consideration of these
sources is to err in realizing part of the literary revolution of the
Victorian Period, which saw renewed interest in fantasy and the
fantastic at the hands of Dickens, Carroll, Stevenson, and the Broth
ers Grimm. This falling short is not a crippling handicap; Steig’s
expert handling of his subject matter makes this particular weakness
a point for extended scholarly research rather than a major considera
tion that limits the worth of his efforts.
The other shortcoming is not so minor. Steig’s work will be an
invaluable aid to research, but he fails to provide a bibliography. As a
primary source for further research, Dickens and Phiz suffers from
this omission. One hopes that a second edition will correct this flaw.
Despite the drawbacks to scholarly research, Steig’s work cannot
help but have a positive impact on the study of Dickens. Steig knows
his subject matter well and his book adds significantly to the knowl
edge of Charles Dickens, his illustrators, and the artistry of the illus
trated novel.
Since G. K. Chesterton’s acknowledgment that Dickens’s world
lay somewhere on the road to elfland, numerous articles and books
have dealt with the presence of fantasy elements in the great Victori
an’s works. These examinations are superficial at best and limited in
scope, but the compound effect creates a growing awareness about the
importance of viewing Dickens relevant to a renewed interest in folk
lore. In Dickens and the Invisible World, Harry Stone offers a treat
ment of Dickens’s use of fantasy and folklore that is fresh and
provoking.
The freshness of Stone’s examination derives from his treatment
of the existence of fairy-tale elements not as a common matter of
general knowledge, but as an integral part of Dickens’s style. Stone
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identifies the beginnings of Dickens’s life-long association with fairy
tales and traces the evolution by which traditions, superstitions, and
myths introduced to Dickens as a child found expression in his works.
Stone calls this evolution of style the “fairy tale method.” Although
this description of Dickens’s style is dangerously simplistic, it does
serve to highlight the often neglected element of folklore. In Dickens’s
early novels, Stone identifies traces of fairy tale elements in plot,
character, setting, and action, but finds no prevalent pattern. The
presence of enchantment and magical effects increases with each
novel, and patterns become more defined. In the later novels there is a
total integration of reality and fantasy that presents life “in its den
sity, its solid reality, but at the same time ... its shimmering strange
ness and wonder.” If considered piecemeal, none of this information is
new, but Stone’s careful reconstruction of growth patterns, identifica
tion of sources, and analysis of contributing factors combine to give
new relevance to the presence of fairy-tale elements in Dickens’s
fiction.
One vital ingredient of Stone’s research is his care in considering
the outside factors contributing to Dickens’s accumulation of folklore
knowledge. The introduction of fairy tales into the realm of adult
literature by Dickens, Carroll, Stevenson, and Brothers Grimm, and
others; the influence of toy theaters; the rural introduction of Dickens
to English customs, traditions and stories; and the lack of a vibrant
folklore heritage in the Blakean world of London are all substance
that Stone analyzes in the growth of Dickens’s “Fairy tale method.”
Another fresh ingredient is Stone’s expansion of the boundaries
of fairy tales. Previous works have dealt with either fairy-tale motifs,
elements of enchantment, traditional name associations, or any of a
number of other specific topics in assessing Dickens’s use of fantasy.
Stone broadens to define fairy tale as “fairy stories ... folklore, myths,
legends, enchantment, dreams, signs, recurrences, correspondences,
indeed all of the mysterious murmurings of the invisible world.” The
key word in this expanded definition is “folklore”; attention is cor
rectly focused on the element in Dickens’s writing that Chesterton and
Forster took for granted and that with the passage of years has been
lost to readers. Dickens drew from every facet of his folklore heritage
in his writings, and only through consideration of all areas of supersti
tion, tradition and myth can the importance of Dickens’s mixture of
reality and fantasy be perceived.
Dickens and the Invisible World is provoking in that it demands a
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reassessment of the writer against the backdrop of forgotten folklore.
Stone has provided a groundwork for such an analysis by centering
our intellectual sights on forgotten facets of folklore that have become
so obvious as to be overlooked. Harry Stone has rediscovered the
aspect of Dickens’s writing that produced its universal appeal: “the
fairy-tale quality of his imagination, and the undercurrent of myth,
magic and ritual to which it gave birth, link his writings with the
works of other great masters of the written word.”
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